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readers. The thematic organizer was used to ozpund,tﬁa,rogﬂotc' prior

--knowlédge by defining the implied thematic concept and presenting

relevant examples of that concept. Twenty-four fourth, f£ifth, and

sixth grade students who had been classified as below—average readers

wvere assigned to one ¢f two remedial resding tutorial groups. The -

tutors’for these groups used the same teaching script with the .

folloviag exception: tutors in the experimental condition used a

. thematic organizer with their reading assignments, while tutors in . .
the comparison group .used a set of prereading questions. Analyses cf -

pretest and_posttest compreaension ‘scares. shoved that the students in .-

-the experimental group performed significantly better than the

students in the comparison group on-literal retellings, inferential

reteéllings, literal recall questions, and infereatial questions. The .

experimentai group also.recalled more of the most important idea _ .-
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Using a Thema§ic'0rganizer to Develop Conceptual Comprehension
in Fourth; Fifth, and Sixth Grade Remedial Readers

3
. L]

Students with reading difficulties often are unable to
comprehend major. concepts'of content materials. Compreheﬁbxon
problems may be the result of _the 1nstruc;}$nal strategy, limited’
scope of comprehension -questions asked by dha teacher (Guszak,
1972), or absiract concepts which are notéd&fined in the text ‘ .
(e.g., Pearson & Johnson, 1978). -An inepgéticn of social . '2
studies texts by these researchers revealdﬂ that thematic concepts. :
were often implied er ill-defined. . N

Schema theorists suggest that providing and extending back-
ground experiences and knowledge prior to reading may enhance
the readers" comprehension of difficult ard/or abstract concepts.
Several studies have ye;S:ied that a statement of theme preeented
prior to reading increases comprehension, for the passage’(Bransford ,
‘& Johnson, 1972; Dooling & Lathman,1971). Pearson, Hansen and .
Gordon .(1979). found that 6eveloping a schema for the content of . 7
a text resulted in significantly better performance on textually ™™
explicit and implicit qdestions. Omanscn, Warren and Trabasso B

(1978) also found in their work with five and eight year olds
- that children zie ahle to make inferences but often lack prior
knowledge,to draw inferences as related to a selected situation
or conteﬂt of a passage. + 9

Many forms of prereadlng activ1ties or pre- organizers Kave
“been used to develop prior knowledge o aid reading comprehenslon. -
Advance organlzers (Ausubel, 1960, 1968), structured outlines ’
(Glynn & DiVesta, 1977), structured overviews (Barron, 1969)
and. thematic titles (Adams, 1977 %cgma £ Collins, 1977: Brangford
& Johnson, 1972; Dooling & Lachman,1971) are some of the .
strategies reported to inc;ease:readipg comprehension. :

The role of prior knowledge seems tq be essentially important
when the reader is required to interpret implied and/or difficult
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concepts. For compreﬁen51on to occur, tr: reader must be able
’to integrate new 1nformatlon into the knowledge alreaéy possessed.~
Therefore it is presupposed that the instructional strategy

should extend the- students"prlor knowledge +to develop a ”cognltlve
readiness” for the new information ‘presented in the text. -

*

The purpose of this studj was to 1nvest1gate whether an
1nstructlona1 strategy ccould aid poor readers' comprehen51on .
of an 1mp11ed conce?t by making it more explicit. The 1nstructlonal
strategy incorporated tﬁeiuse of a reading guide, - a thematic
organizer, whlch the student read prlor to and durlng the- readlng

- of the text. The themafic organizer was used to expand the

readers’ prior knowledge by defining the implied thematic concept
of a social ‘studies passage and presentlng examples of that concept_
which were thought %o be relevant to the reader. In a study with
a group of averige readers, Alvarez (1980) found that_tné use of,

a thematic organizer aided llteral and 1nferent1al comprehens1on of
e thematic concept in a sdclal studies passage.

effectiveness with- poor readers, the: researchers attempted to

answer ‘several questions in thig study. Would the provision of
background information on the implied. thematic concept enhance the
ability of poor comprehenders to dlsouss and/or explaln that concept
after reading a social studies passage?( Speclficallyn (a) Would
poor~comprehenders, benefit from this instructional strategy as ‘
assessed by their ability to’ retell the literal and implied infor-
mation presented by the author? (v) Would~poor comprehenders -
increase their abllity to “answer literai and iﬂferreq questions on
the passage? (c) Could students use the information presented

in the thematic organizer to aid their ability to discuss and

elaborate upon the.literal and implied information of the text?

s
»

- -  METHOD
Subjects v - : .
The sample for thls study was twenty-four fourth. flrth, and

.8ixth grade students who were referred to the Child Study . Center
of the Kennedy Research Center of Peabody College of .

1)

To further the investigation of thls strategy\and evalugte 1ts .
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 Vanderbilt University. These students had been classified as

"below average" readefs by theié\referring élassfoom teachers,, -
.The Child Study Center prov1des multidisciplinary dlagnostic k
and interventlon programs.- An after school remedial readlng
tutorial program is one funcétion of the Child Study Center.
School-age students are referred to_ the remedial reading program
by parents, classroom and/or - resource teachers and psychologists
in the community.

At the’ beginning of the tuuorlnguprogram all children were
‘tested on the Gilmére Oral \Beading Test, Form C, 1968. All -
students were stratifjed according td grade level and performance
on the Gilmore readlng comprehension subtest and then randomly -

_Procedure e e 0

‘assigned with replacement to either the experimental or comparlson

_group. There were approximately the same number of glrls and
boys in each graup. Students were tutored in either a ohet-dto—
rone or one-to- two setting. The nature of these pairings was .
equivalent across the experimental and comparison grouﬁs.
* . The eighfeen tutors' for the .study were pre-service teachers
enrolled 1n an advanced undergraduate read}ng methods course
entitled "Refedlal Reading and Practicum." All tutors completed
the course before the study was implemented. The tutors were
randomly assigﬁed with replacement to the expeiimentdL or compari-
son group. -Neither the students or the tutors were_aware of
the natuge of their group -placement.
‘A script for the teachlng progedure was provided for each
group of tutors. Each set of tu.ogy were taught to follow the
script during two training sessio ?Q*During he interventions,

. tutors wereﬂobserved (through one-way mirrors) by external evalua-

tors who found little or no deviation from the script, with aw

' reliability estimate of .98. A three week period was used.for
this study. There'were two‘remedlal sessions each week with a
two day delay evalpation followlng the sixth se3510n. The data
collected on the sixth sessjon and the two day delay were aﬁply:ed
for this study. Al]l.students were pretested on féur concepts
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includin;’the toncept presented in the sixth session,, four weeks

,Jprior to the commencement of this study. No studept was .able to

. define or discuss any of these concepts. '

The tutors in each group followed a different set of pro-

" cedures. The Ttutors in the comparlson group were given a set of
prereadlng questlons'gnd the passage which 1ncluded its title.
The prereadlng questions required the students to discuss literal -
information presented in tﬂe text and predidt the meaning of the
title and/or implied thematic concept of the passage. Students

. were asked to read,t 'b'zﬁéuér these prereadlng questions or
confirm their predlctlons. r . :

7 In the experlmental group, ‘the tutors utllled _the thematlc )
organlzer and the passage with the title 1nc1uded. Ti.e students
were asked to read the thematic organlzer prlorv;g reading the
passage, wrlte their predlctlon statements and respond to the
statements during or after’ readlng the passage. They were tc 1
that they could re{gr”back to the thematic organizer at: any time
as they read. - c S :

Follow1ng the readlng«all students were asked to retell

‘what they read and answer ten questlons (5 literal amd 5 1nferent1a1)
All responsek were ‘tape recorQed and then typed as verbatim
scrlpts by the tutors. For the _comparison group, the time each )

‘student used to read the passage Was ‘recorded. Time for readlng ;
the thematic organizer and passage was recofded for each student
in the experlmentaligroup. ' . .

buring the«study, several variables were held constant.
Each tutor of bothtgroups recelved equal conference time with
the supervisor. All“tutorlﬁg sessions Were held under the same
~7cond1t10ns (e.g., number and time of sesslons, size of tutorlnv

rooms, - amount of observatlon time). S

Materials : Lo ‘
Materials

N N 9 ’

A set of social studies passages were -collected from fourth and
A£ifth grade textbooks. All passages contained ‘an implied thematic
concept which was judged to' be a factor influencing the difficulty

7

e

1




- 5 -

level oﬁxthe passage. Slx exposltory pPassages were randoély
selected from this set to be used as instructlonal raterials for
- this study (sed referehces) Each passage contllned the mean g
iength of 525 words. All texts were different from “the one: ) ’!'
'being used in the students' classroom. ’ .
+ A thematic -organizer was written by the 1nvest1gators for
.each passage using the procedure developed by AIVarez (1980).
Each thematic organizer contained these components: °
a) three paragraphs which 1ntroduced the concept to be 4
! . . studied and cited examples of the concept relevant to
/ students’' experiences. :
- b) two sentences whlch coniained thefgsncept. Directlons
requlred students to explalnrthe sentences by restating -
: theg in their own words. : : L
c) a set of &' or 7 sentences which contained plausible and /
non-plausible 1nformatlon about the passage. Students
] were to indi ate whether they agreecd w1th the statements
A Quring or after thelr reading. s .

-

/ Five 11tera1 and five inferential comprehen51on quest1§¥
were written for each passage by a group of reading specialists.
These questions followed the students' retelling. The inferential

. . Questions were devised so that none of them cold be answered by’

reading only the thematlc organlzer. Inferent1al questions

requlred students to use information presented in _the passage.
A passage entitled "The Reformers" from aiflfth -grade text

w3 selected for the sixth session. The t1tle of the passage

a ,resented the implied concept which was not deflned in the passage.

The passage, whlch had 509 words within' 39 sentences. was parged
into 57 idea units using the method‘descrlbed by R.E. Johnson )
'(1970). Interrater reliaeility was .97. TIdea units were rated
for structural importance (interrater reliability of ..97) to
identify the least to most important units. Structural units
were analyzed for action vs. description content. The division
of these were relatively equitable across the four levels. It

>
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was determined that differential recall.of these units would be
relatlvely uncontaminated by the: dlstrlbutlon of the factors.,
Also, Pach of the four levels ‘of structural importanc: ogéurred
approx1mately equally often § in each section of the text. Therefore
it was assumed that recall of important unlts was- not contaminated
* . by prlma"y or recency effects.
R ' ANALYSTS o g .
- After -students completed their readiné, ea .was ééked
to retell the passage ;nd respond to five literal and five
’} inferentizl questions. Scripts -of students' retellings were .
‘ typed and divided into idea units.’ Independent raters classified
"studeht responses as literal or inferred. -Restatements of the
» information presented on the thematie orgarizer were coded
- separgxély and not analyzéd with ‘these data. . All protocols were
scored according to the degree to which they preserved the meaning
./ of the origiﬁal textual units (interrater reliability was .91).
This scale was- useds
~ 3 - if the subject's idea unit is a verbatim recall or good
paraphrase of the original unit. ,
2 - if the subject"s idea unit is a verbatim recall or good -
_ paraphrase of amajor part of the original uni# '
1 -a somnWhat vague paraphrase or only a small fragment of
the orlglnal unit. - -
. 0 - incorrect response, no text related information.

g

AN ) 1Responses were also éategorized accqfding to their level
of structural importance on a scale of 4 to 1. Responses to
questions were evaluated as correct or incorrect by independent
raters (interrater reliability was OU). : T .
. A two-way ANOVA with two factors (groups and trials) with
‘ one repeated measure over trials was used. The results indicated
- *the following: o ]
Literal retellings - Significant differences were found among
group means for literal comprehension across groups and trlals,

F (1,22) = 5.49, pl_.03 (Combined means for trials 1 and 2
, : i

i
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were: Group A, experimental = is. 04 and Group B, comparison =
8.96). A one-way ANOVA indicated no 51gn1flcance at Trial i.

. Inferentlal retelllngs - Slgnlflcant treatment effect for
responses at 1nferentia1 level aCross. groups .and trials, F (I, 22)’

19.46, pe. 001 (Combined means on repeated measuresoweren ,Group A,

experir ental = 6.08 and Group B, compatison = 0. 50) ,
’ theral questions - Signlflcant differences were found among
group means on literal Tecall questions across groups and trlals.
F'(1,22) = 21.30, ;)4.001.£Comb1ned means for trials 1 and’ 2 were:
Group A, experlmenta; 2.50 and Group B »/ comparison = 0. 96)
Inferential questions' - Significant differences were found
among €rc Ip means on’ 1nferent1g§nquestions across groups'and
trials, F 91,22) ='92.57, ILL-bOI'(Combined means on repeated
measures weres Group A. experlmental = 3.58 and Group B,
comparison = 0.62). - - N .
Total questlons -*Significant 1fferences were Tound among

-

means on inferential qUestions across groups and trials, F (1, 220 =

. 75. 65, PL.001 (Combined means on both trials weres Group A,
experlmental = 6.08 and Grdzp B, comparison = 1.58).

No 1nteractlon occurred for glme indicating that “time was
not a factor reidted to dlfferent performance between greéups.

Secondly, the data were analyzed to determine whether the
groups dlffered ‘ih their ability to recall structuralgy 1mportant
unlts or preserve the meaning of the literal ‘ideas. ince- the'
experlmental group Was "primed" on 1nferred information, it was
presupposed that thesé students may overlook literal 1d%gs as they
read %Eﬂunderstanﬁ the implied coneept. As noted abo?d,_the
experlﬂgntal group performed significantly better on literal
.comprehen31on than the comparison group. The analysia of the
groups' performance also indicated that the experimental group
recalled more of the most important idea units (4'% and 3's).
The percentage of most important idea units reealled by students
in Group A (exper1men+al) was 63% aﬁd 62% on Trlals 1 and 2

‘ respectlvely and for Group B; (comparlson) bbﬂ and 297> on the
4
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) meanlng of the original pessage units. Students receiving the .. -

' 1 organizer’ seemed to encourage the reader to produce- more importamwc

- were/of Yeast important‘idea units, . < R

were rated as 3 (complete restatemeqt) or 2 (nearly eomplete
restatement). On Trial 2, a difference also occurred. 68% of
'responses of Group A and 58% of responses in Group B were rated ?
as a 3 or 2. . ‘ RV
e, T : ‘ L Y |
: DISCUSSION \

.influenced by such factors as the type of organizer given prior

- a - ' =
. b | ’, y

same trials.. Morérthan halT of the responses given by Group B

[

An interesting finding was alto noted when-students; idea
units were compared’for the degree t6 which-they preserved the.

treatment recalled more complete prop051tions than students who L
were in the comparison group. Responses of students in the .
exper1menta1 group were rated as having high mezning retention ¥
and completeness.” In trial 1, 94% of responses given by students '.

in Group A and 68%: of responses given by students in Group B . \.

).
Students' performance on llteral and inferential recall was
1nfluenced by the, framework 1n whlcgfthey were encouraged to .
Place the events of the-passage. Students used pre-existing
knowledge (1nformatlon about reformers) to elaborate on the )
implied concept of  the text. The orienting nature of the thematlc

structural unlts’and more, complete and meaningful restatements
of the prdpositions within the text and not Just attend to the
implied information discussed in the adjunct aid.’ '

' This' study also 1nd1cates that the extent to which a textual
passage is comprehended 1s hot exclu51ve1y dependent upon- tbé’ N/
reader or the text itself. Instead, the‘study suggests that *
certaln aspects of reading comprehension may be pos1t1vely

to'and along with a textual reading. . g .

[
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